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ABSTRACT
Wheel of fortune: Re-gifting art-life. 
My essay for the Waterwheel project entitled “Wheel of 
fortune: re-gifting art-life” will examine the Waterwheel 
project from the point of view of gift economies and discuss the 
bene!ts and sustainability of this model for collaboration and 
cooperation. "is essay builds upon the history of gift economies, 
focusing on the gift as a mode of collaboration and platform for 
exchange. "e alchemical notion of the gift that Gordon Matta-
Clark café “FOOD” o#ers will be discussed as a precursor to 
the transformation of relations evident in the workshop series 
organized by Erin Manning and Brian Massumi. In particular, 
this essay will emphasize the way transformation has been used 
to rethink the gift as modeling of collaboration and re-imagining 
of the ties between research creation and social activism. From 
these discussions the context and ethos by which to understand 
the aims of the Waterwheel project will be addressed.
Key words: Gift economies, collaboration, platforms of 
relation, practice-led research
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1. INTRODUCTION: Scales of impact
At our limits, we can supposedly survive for 40 days without 
food, 4 days without water and 4 minutes without oxygen. "e 
human hold on life is a formula of fours that expresses the brutal 
fragility and our love of mathematical elegance of tragedy.
 Our children inherit a sense of tragedy. Having been given 
the gift of life and promised assistance they must hope for 
the best. Inheritance, as a gift deferred, appears in the guise of 
sacri!ces driven by a notion of progress or lineage. Strange 
strings of indebtedness make blood thicker than water. "e gift 
of lineage and inheritance has become a form of generational 
paranoia. "is can be seen in the way that, hidden in the gift of 
inheritance, is the legacy of warfare, the sorrow of sacri!ce and 
the values of con$ict. Wrapping up our guarded tragic traditions 
in recycled paper bound with red tape, gifts borne of our mistakes, 
ignorance, and inattentiveness, are ready-made re-gifting(s). "is 
approach to relationships and relationality still leaves us without 
an explanation to o#er the ancestors. "e values that support 
our grand achievements have brought environmental conditions 
of extreme vulnerability. "e cost of sacri!ce is expressed in the 
tragic sensibility and the over-aesthetization of politics (Benjamin 
1968, pp 241-242). Historically, the impact of this form of cultural 
inheritance upon the non-human collective has not been taken 
into account. "e history of ideas and the imperative of progress 
does not acknowledge the non-human witnesses present in the 
woods when a tree falls and no human ears are around to hear 
it.  "e health of the environment is the latest in a series of 
disenfranchisements of the material world from the human story.
"ere have been many alternative approaches to the story of 
inheritance and lineage. One such story is the gift economy, 
but its history too is marked by paranoia, patriarchy and 
indoctrination. Rather than rehearse this discourse on the gift 
and gift economies, it would be more useful to examine models 
of collaborations that operate on alternative systems of gifting 
and from these models draw out tactics and techniques that 
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suggest viable alternatives. "e Waterwheel and Tap represent 
the most current point of a trajectory that bene!ts from models 
of alternative gift economies.
 A primary concern for the collective action is to consider 
how it will deal with the culture’s commitment to closure, a 
commitment that aims to conserve life but risks cutting o# the 
openness required for survival and development. Openness is a 
risk, however, in enactive theories of cognition, precariousness 
is understood as a crucial and dynamic component (Stewart 
et al 2010). "e challenge is to open a system of relation to 
precariousness and resist pre-emptive resolution of con$icts. "e 
gift or the act of giving is an open risk, an impersonal prompting 
that a#ects a system of established relations.
2. GIFT ECONOMIES
"e value that underwrites the gift and gift economies has 
shifted from material abundance to symbolic proliferation. As 
Debord (1995) and the Situationist international have noted, 
the spectacle has subsumed the gift amplifying political impacts, 
trading conspicuous consumption for ubiquitous appearance. As 
a result, the relational and immaterial aspects of labors of love 
and economies of interest currently provide the basis of actions 
by which to counter capitalist forces. "e distinction between 
recuperation and detournement is perhaps a short history of the 
gift. "e two directions might be characterized as, on one hand, 
a movement towards commodi!cation and operating as a force 
of interception and normalization of radical action (recuperation) 
and on the other hand, a movement towards resistance that turns 
the spectacle against itself through complicity with the system that 
reabsorbs and co-opts radical actions (detournement) (Debord 
1995, pp113-114). In both cases the entanglements subsume the 
e#ectiveness of the resistance they attempt to generate.
 With each shift in relationship, the locus of gift giving moves 
according to the material processes and the ecologies of relation 
involved. If the gift has moved from material exchange to the 
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$ow of information, it becomes virtual, ready for dissemination 
and circulation. In a knowledge economy, the gift economy enters 
a !eld of a#ect where the $ows between systems of exchange are 
quite di#erent to systems in place for Potlatch or barter/exchange 
economies. Interventions and recalibrations become gifts of 
awareness. Re-evaluation, via critique or ethnography, becomes 
a gift of context.  And the collective production of content 
becomes the most generous mode of interaction on o#er because 
it operates at the level of systems of relation and meaning/value. 
In order to resist installing a gift economy that hides what 
it wants in exchange, the alternative must o#er modes of 
participation and platforms of relation that deliver the indirect 
bene!t of their labor through changes in social value and meaning. 
"e new gift economy operates on indirect outcomes and bene!ts. 
"e production of new meaning, although indirect, results from 
work done directly on systems of relations. It might therefore 
be considered an unspeci!ed outcome, a gift of sorts, in which 
relationality is a primary source of production, an occupation in 
its own right. At this juncture information economies intersect 
with social activism and art often supplies the transformative 
techniques by which relations may be reworked.
If surplus value is what the worker adds to the equation of 
exchange, only to be skimmed away from the laborer, then the gift 
must be the production without surplus.  In other words, every 
part of the labor in a system must be used by taking advantage 
of the indirect bene!ts produced which are separate from and 
beyond material worth. To avoid the production of insatiable 
desire as the outcome of our trading of futures, the new manifesto 
for communal devising would focus the deregulation of attention 
and the way attention blindly guides processes of selection, 
decision and judgment. Projects such as the Waterwheel and the 
Tap are designed to operate across modes of attention to allow 
the maximum intersection of labor, interest, ful!llment and what 
might be considered meaningful consequences of relationality. 




"e alternative to re-gifting the cultural commitment to 
closure, or the tendency to co-opt, recoup or de-sublimate—is to 
produce actions that do not register as a value within the system 
that would co-opt them. "at is to say, !nd actions whose value is 
transformative. Rather than transform materials from one form 
of value to another, deliberate action must change the form of 
exchange. "is is the gift of the virtual in which the emphasis moves 
from valuable material or object or information (commodity) to 
the act of ongoing collaboration and collective movement. In a 
relational economy, the gift prompts the conditions of relations 
rather than adjusting to the measures of valuation. 
3.1 Abromovic’s re-performances
What would the shape of generosity look like? How would 
a generous act coalesce under current conditions? Marina 
Abromovic’s 2010 retrospective at MOMA was titled “"e Artist 
is Present.” "e exhibition was a retrospective that included a 
series of re-performances of earlier work with Ulay—which are 
gifts in themselves. "e re-performances (re)-open the possibility 
of those works as works-in-progress, shifting in step with the 
shifting conditions/contexts that ground the work. Within 
this notion of an ongoing work that re-asserts itself in new 
times, history and interpretation are still underway, but more 
importantly, the meaning of a work is still underground. So the 
meaning needs to be excavated by each new re-performance and 
a new groundwork for its meaning proposed or put in place. "e 
passage of time is the rite of meaning, which occurs in the quality 
of movement over time—shifting across bodies from Marina to 
the “re-performers” and, in the new work, from MOMA visitors 
to Marina across the gulf of space demarcated in the museum 
every day from 9-5 for two weeks (14 – 31 May, 2010). "e “artist 
is present” is a gift—not of presence—but of a situation from 
which nothing can be taken away—the fullness of nothing. "e 
gift resides, with the co-presence of the actors, in the dimensions 
of witnessing of one’s experience and the experience of others. 
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"e exchange in “"e Artist is present” is reminiscent of an 
earlier “work” of Abromovic’s or, more precisely, “activity”—the 
sharing a gold leaf sandwich (1995).
Figure 1. Marina Abromovic sharing a gold leaf sandwich
Re-appropriating the value of gold as commodity and 
redeploying it as a health bene!t and form of social and 
personal exchange. "is action takes the practice of alchemical 
transformation seriously, but in reverse—it gives back to the body 
the gold that is needed and transforms the diners into producers 
of the new relations. New relations, such as a renewed mineral 
relation to the earth, the re-performance of a cultural and organic 
tie to the land, the raw and the cooked sandwiched together and 
shared among friends. "e re-imagining of relations stands in 
contrast to the production of a new order in the same way that 
re-performances stand in relation to enduring artifacts. 
"e ethos that Abromovic is able to enjoin others to manifest 
goes beyond the limits of the meaning or material process 
of exchange. Rather, she consistently manages to change the 
meaning of any exchange in which she participates and hence 
the way we imagine participation to operate. "is alchemical 
aspect is a way of understanding how the symbolic and material 
processes are the ingredients necessary for transformation (of the 
gift, of person, of body-environment, of social and cultural fabric) 




Gordon Matta-Clark’s urban alchemy is the transformation the 
literal and immaterial organization of urban fabric that touches 
upon all aspects of living and dwelling—from steel rebar to the 
texture of tacit agreements. Matta-Clark articulates his work as a 
process of undoing:
By un-doing a building there are many aspects of the social 
condition against which I am gesturing: to open a state of 
enclosure which had been preconditioned not only by physical 
necessity but by the industry that pro$igates suburban and urban 
boxes as a context for insuring a passive, isolated consumer—a 
virtually captive audience. (Matta-Clark and Moure 2006, p 
230)
To transform the context of suburban boxes and captive 
audiences requires undoing the link between physical structures, 
location and social value. "e sculptural process highlights the 
blind spots in social valuation, and the voids that remain, extracted 
from the condemned site, precariously maintain a de!ant stance. 
"is extraction is what makes space and place anew. Even when 
displaced to a gallery the blind spot to which the void points 
becomes a vast expanse of exclusion based on the market 
economy. "e shifting of space, transformed by removal, adds to 
the existing structure an external (extramural) set of relationships 
not previously thought to be connected to a speci!c building.
Figure 2. Matta-Clark “You are the measure” Whitney Museum, 2007
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"e art system is suddenly brought into relation with real estate, 
guerilla politics create visual-spatial excitement as the weapon to 
highlight neglect. "e means and the ends of are transformed, 
even though the buildings are eventually demolished. Nothing 
is changed and everything is changed, allowing the “undoing” to 
add an excess of relations piled high to attract our attention.  
Urban alchemy was the approach Matta-Clark brought 
to the café, FOOD in 1971. At café FOOD the alchemy of 
cooperation, combined with the lower Manhattan address, 
required a performative energy to transform the mix into a site 
of social and cultural development; an archaeology of the future. 
"is texture is clearly participatory in tone, where the act of 
cooking becomes the way to !ll the void of hunger in a additive 
way—as an alchemical experiment—similar to the subtractive 
cuts in soon-to-be demolished buildings. (One could argue that 
the cuts added a void to the buildings.) "e choice of location 
for FOOD “undoes” business and real estate rules in the same 
way his cuts took on structural rules. For Matta-Clark, buildings 
hold patterns of activity, “for these [buildings] comprise both 
a miniature cultural evolution and a model of prevailing social 
structures.   
Figure 3. Matta-Clark café- “FOOD” 1971
Consequently, what I do to buildings is what some do with 
languages and others with groups of people: I organize them in 
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order to explain and defend the need for change” (Matta-Clark 
2010). FOOD cafe was a brief foray into organizing groups of 
people by providing a site of experimentation. "e experiment 
concerns the degree to which every aspect of life must be included 
to conduct an alchemical experiment: Food preparation and 
communal dining, the immediate surroundings, (the building) the 
location (the neighborhood), the context (the value of materials, 
sites and collective re-creation). "ese modes of interventions, at 
the level of social engagement, o#ered a set of actions that were 
gifts to the collective urban and suburban economy of relations.
3.3 Massumi & Manning’s platforms of relation
Perhaps the most thoroughly articulated expression of the 
positioning, perception and action of the alternative economy 
is Brian Massumi’s and Erin Manning’s workshop series. "e 
workshops are associated with their MIT book series called 
“Technologies of Lived Abstraction” and include four iterations in 
total: Dancing the Virtual (2005); Housing the Body, Dressing the 
Environment (2007); Society of Molecules (2009) and; Generating 
the Impossible, Exploding the Gallery (2011). Approached as the 
meta-modeling of collaboration, their workshop series has resisted 
thinking itself as being outside the systems it would critique. Yet, 
at every step, they hold open the assessment of value towards 
the process and relational movement the workshops generate. 
Massumi and Manning (2012), in an essay that articulates their 
position on collaborations “Propositions for an Exploded Gallery,” 
discuss the notion of a limit-idea (from Deleuze and Guattari) to 
consider how approaching the limit transforms the set of possible 
exchanges and transforms the form of exchange (2012, p 32). "e 
paper was written to help prime the workshop participants, by 
addressing how initial conditions for working together may be 
instigated and how collaborators might avoid the recuperation 
that occurs almost immediately in contemporary times. 
Massumi and Manning describe this approach as a “speculative 
pragmatism” which they link to practice-led research: "is idea of 
research-creation as embodying techniques of emergence takes it 
seriously that a creative art or design practice launches concepts 
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in-the-making. "ese concepts-in-the-making are mobile at the 
level of techniques they continue to invent. "is movement is as 
speculative (future-event oriented) as it is pragmatic (technique-
based practice) (Massumi & Manning 2012: 6).
Actions that have social and political consequences can be 
developed through the techniques speci!c to creative arts or 
design practices. "eir essay o#ers twenty propositions as a series 
of maneuvers that operate upon, and at di#erent scales of actions 
and at di#erent levels of interconnection. "e aim is to catalyze 
events of emergence from the “commotion of determinations-
to-come vying for expression in an over-full !eld of potential 
relations” through techniques such as the use of “enabling 
constraints” (Massumi and Manning 2012, p 24). "e overarching 
program of the essay and the workshops is the construction of 
mobile platforms of relation. "e concern, as with all collaborative 
ventures, is to avoid capture—of an action, a movement, a proposal 
or a gift—pragmatically through self-organizing interests within 
a group. Attention and care to the event become key components 
in the constant reshaping of collective concerns.
Figure 4. Massumi and Manning – Generating the Impossible 
workshop
Massumi and Manning address the notion of the gift directly 
through the idea of potlatch as a form of exchange that develops 
from meta-modeled (a morphing of tendencies) and whose 
operations may be in$ected in the emergent forms of exchange. 
"ey discuss the choice of subtitle, “a potlatch for research-
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creation,” for the last workshop of the series, called “Generating 
the Impossible”: We take our inspiration here from the practice 
of potlatch of the First Nations People of the Paci!c northwest 
coast, a practice that involves a ceremonial period of feasting 
followed by a lavish giving away, and sometimes destruction, of 
goods and property. Following from the literature of First Nation 
writers Marcel Mauss’s writings as well as those of Georges 
Bataille and Jacques Derrida, we emphasize that potlatch is a way 
of modulating the !eld of relation as a function of its limit. What 
is shared is not so much wealth as the limit-idea of gathering in a 
manner that counteracts the stultifying tendencies of community 
understood in terms of harmony. "is is accomplished through 
excess of objects of exchange and their destruction. "e excess of 
gifts creates quasi-chaotic conditions nudging harmony toward 
polyrhythm. "e destruction of the gift leaves nothing but the 
having-given. It focuses the experience on the event of giving 
and its iterations and modulations. (Massumi and Manning 
2012: 34-35). "e alternative economy, for collaborations but 
also for collective action, is based on a gift economy that must 
proceed without the gift, retaining only the acts of giving. Only 
without the artefact of the gift will co-labour be transformed into 
a generating-machine of giving events, impersonal generosity 
and “event-base political virtues” (Massumi and Manning 2012: 
21). "e event takes on the characteristics that the individual 
would exhibit in the gift economy. Instead the gift is a mode 
of dispersal that connects levels of engagement in a !eld of 
(a#ective) relations. "e evasion of capture by the voraciousness of 
capital, particularly the capture of forms of life (love and labour) 
begins with an “emergent attunement,” develops as a platform 
of motivated and a#ective relations, and searches out loopholes 
in the system of recuperation that occur when self-organizing 
tendencies “might succeed in decoupling from the dominant 
system of valuation to a%rm the value of their self-propagating 
events in their own terms” (Massumi and Manning 2012: 27-30). 
"e incessant generating of the terms of the event supplies the 
heat necessary to shift the tenor and texture of exchange. 
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"e model most conducive to emergent formation, production 
of new terms, in-situ a%liations, ongoing material processes, is 
art. But the term art too must transform, as it has always done, 
to signal the new place-holder for ongoing and potential change. 
Massumi and Manning describe the approach to the production 
of open relations that is combined with but decoupled from art as 
a “research-creation experiment, to collectively co-compose what 
a directly qualitative, relational economy of art might be” (2012: 
37). "e platforms of relation that Massumi and Manning set 
into motion, utilize the workshop format to activate interest and 
enthusiasm across interpersonal relationships, a%nity groups, 
self-organising stakeholders, networks, communities, institutions, 
discourses, dissemination platforms and non-human collectivities 
by prioritizing the skillful and sensitive act of giving.
"ese three projects: Abrmovic’s, Mattta-Clark’s and Massumi 
and Manning’s, shift the conditions of exchange. "e Waterwheel 
is the next step in an arts-driven platform of social and political 
ex-change. "e move to an online platform is signi!cant. It 
allows the collective to e#ectively connect located actions, occupy 
demonstrations, interventions, conferences, seminars, discussion 
groups, social networks and professional networks. It also creates 
a dispersed sense of belonging. "e result is a community with 
myriad ties to each other, and a !ligree of projects, interests and 
causes.
4. THE WATERWHEEL AND THE TAP
"e Waterwheel and Tap platforms perform a number of 
functions. "e strength of these platforms lies in their $exibility 
and multi-purposing of virtual and located activity. "e platforms 
seem to have a guided yet open-ended approach, performing two 
actions at once: inviting and instigating, providing and advocating. 
Suzon Fuks and the Waterwheel team have constructed a site 
that operates metaphorically, literally and potentially to provide 
content-driven initiatives, with social and environmental agendas 
and content-less modes of connecting, providing platforms 
for user-driven concerns. "ere is the possibility of detecting a 
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sequence to the $ow of information. “"e Wheel displays the 
most recent contributions. All content is stored and tagged in the 
Media Centre. "e Tap provides tools for live networking and 
real-time media mixing. Waterwheel outcomes, Taps and other 
relevant public events are mapped and chronicled in Fountains.” 
(http://water-wheel.net/faq) "e types of gathering and working 
spaces to which it compares itself—a venue, forum, workshop, 
stage as well as media centre, newsfeed posting page, and archive/
map/chronicle—demonstrates the importance of $exibility for 
attaining a critical mass of interest and of diversity for growing 
and sustaining that interest long enough to develop into social 
action or research. 
"e Waterwheel platform is inclusive and enables interest 
groups to form on quite loose a%nities or through very motivated 
commonalities. "e site is for: “Performers, artists, photographers, 
illustrators, animators, designers, musicians, choreographers, 
curators, producers, directors, writers, scientists, engineers, 
planners, students, teachers, academics, environmentalists, activists, 
water lovers, you, me, anyone, anywhere” (http://water-wheel.
net/faq). With an obvious arts bias to the site, the Waterwheel 
does encourage those who would not self-identify as one of the 
“creatives” or professionals listed, to join as a matter of conscience 
because of the overall thematic of the project, considering both 
information and water as vital $ows that must be distributed, 
managed and tended. "e Waterwheel initiative is unique in the 
way it enables movement across these platforms and makes its 
ethos of sustainability and inclusiveness very apparent. "e merger 
of information design with experience design and understanding 
of how the internet can be used for co-located performance and 
presentation suggests a high level of skill and design that manages 
to provide a structure for communal acts of giving.
5. CONCLUSION
"e gift must move, it must not simply hide further obligation. 
"e gift must disappear into the acts of giving and future-oriented 
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values.  "e age of relational aesthetics did not anticipate the role of 
the internet in attempts to intervene and initiate action or sustain 
contact within interest groups distributed geographically. "e 
Waterwheel project is an exemplar of the way new platforms of 
relation emerge, which activate and motivate relational activities. 
"e dismantling of blind spots is a long-running contemporary 
project. "e new ethos of participation and occupation of social 
spaces, whether Wall Street or viral web manifestations, marks a 
new mode of resistance and production. "e event space of current 
gatherings are never con!ned to one mode of “being there.” "e 
occupants are present across a variety of platforms and connective 
tissues. In many ways, the accelerated communications networks 
available to occupy groups for example, aim to slow down the 
decision-making process of the collective by wedging a huge 
mediated response into the works that cannot be ignored. One of 
Suzon Fuks’ concerns, directly related to the need for water at the 
most basic level of sustenance, is the access to vital information 
that self-organizing platforms can provide. Information must 
get to those who need it most. Learning from the past means 
performing alchemy on the nature of the gift. Practitioners such 
as Abromovic, Matta-Clark and Massumi and Manning provide 
meta-models of action designed to re-perform the future anew, 
transform the urban-sub-urban capture of life and redistribute 
generosity into all the relationships of our human-non-human 
collective. In this way we might desist from re-gifting tragic 
forms of progress, for the re-gifting of projects that deploy art to 
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